Alsdorf focuses most attention on detailed analysis of the genesis and formal structure of Fantin's group portraits. These curiously compelling works, populated by a cast of stiff, affectless males suspended in a state of melancholic introversion, offer up multiple layers of complex meaning thanks to Alsdorf's patiently penetrating and sympathetic gaze. Her nuanced vision and supple style draw the reader into the minutiae of Fantin's creative process as he worries over his choice of protagonists, the possible use of allegory or ancillary works of art, the placement of figures, and the setting in which they will be displayed. Alsdorf's almost forensic treatment of the creative process risks wearying the reader through force of repetition-Fantin's corpus of preparatory drawings looms large and allows her to retrace her steps in fastidious detail. Alsdorf's subtlety and steady focus on the broader argument turn this potential problem into a strength, however, and allow her to reconstruct the works' evolution in ways that vividly suggest the dilemmas confronted by the artist.
Alsdorf emphasizes Fantin's personal difficulty in reconciling the different layers of individual and group identity-and their appropriate visual projections-that she explores in this book. With both the Homage to Delacroix and The Toast!, critics reprimanded the artist for his presumptuous self-presentation as the paintings' visual pivot, and by extension the implicit impresario of the collective identities they sought to project. Alsdorf argues persuasively that Fantin's effacement of his own presence from The Studio and subsequent canvases was part of a strategy to achieve "the integration of the individual into the collective spirit of the group" (125). She provides a particularly ingenious discussion of the placement of Renoir in this work, brooding in front of a large gilt frame enclosing an impenetrable blank space (possibly a mirror), proposing that the young artist emblematizes unresolved tensions between the two poles of separateness and collectivity, even plausibly serving as an allusion to the absent Fantin himself. Here, and elsewhere, Alsdorf interprets pictorial details in ways that some will find strained, and this is an issue that she herself raises in questioning her necessarily "intuitive" readings of Fantin's early self portraits (32). Such reflexivity, also evident in her discussion of gender (233), underlines Alsdorf's alertness to the pitfalls of over-interpretation and intellectual cliché, and is consistent with the care with which she approaches the paintings that structure her argument. , 1980) . Extracting meaning from form by carefully exploring significant elements in sketches and finished works, Alsdorf elucidates the ways in which Fantin's groups raise broader issues central to an understanding of artists' status in nineteenth-century France. This strength, however, is also a source of weakness to the extent that Alsdorf's focus often prevents her from moving away from individual works to insert them within the wider social and historical matrix on which the "problem of the group" depends. She quite explicitly distinguishes her approach at the outset by arguing that, "unlike social histories of artistic movements, this book argues for the importance of the group as a subject and structure-rather than simply a context-for early avant-garde French painting" (9; emphasis in original). This is fair enough, in so far as it goes, but implies a necessary methodological choice that eliminates (or at least sidelines) what is slightingly classified as "context." Why such a choice must be made remains unclear; indeed, some of the finest social historians of art, such as T. J. Clark and Robert Herbert, demonstrate that the sort of searching visual analysis in which Alsdorf excels is enhanced by a greater investment in "contextual" research. Indeed, such an approach largely invalidates the distinction between artwork and context as it is suggested here.
The recent publication of a series of essays on the Homage to Delacroix (Christophe Leribault, ed., Fantin-Latour, Manet, Baudelaire. L'Hommage à Delacroix, Paris: Le Passage, 2011) , which was clearly in production before Alsdorf's work appeared, points to some of the ways in which a more contextual reading of artists' groups might have enriched Alsdorf's study, though Leribault's volume certainly fails to match the analytical sophistication of Fellow Men. The contribution by Marie-Pierre Salé, for example, draws attention to Fantin's involvement in a short-lived mutual-aid group with his close friend James McNeill Whistler and Alphonse Legros, both of whom appear in the Homage. The "Société des trois," mentioned only in passing by Alsdorf, perfectly illustrates the tensions central to the argument of Fellow Men. In a letter to Fantin, probably written in July 1863, Whistler declares: "for each of us to support the two others is to support oneself-we are all selfish, and all pretty perverted" ("soutenir chacun, les deux autres, c'est se soutenir soi-même-nous sommes tous égoistes, et tous pas mal perverti [sic]" [L'Hommage à Delacroix, 22; my translation]). Fantin's rejoinder to his two friends provides a virtual epigram to Alsdorf's study: "we know that we want to resist the stupid masses, though each of us
